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An AICPA publication for the local firm

HOW, WHY, WHEN AND WHETHER TO ADMIT PARTNERS
No matter whether you are a sole practitioner or
practice in a partnership or professional corpora
tion, you encounter problems in the everyday run
ning of your firm. All firms have problems—they are
not confined just to small practices. Small firms
though, particularly sole proprietorships, have
trouble finding solutions to some of these problems.
What works in a larger firm is not always applicable
in a small practice.
At the AICPA Small Firm Conference that was held
in Chicago two years ago, A. Charles Levene, a
New Haven, Connecticut, practitioner pointed out
that there are advantages and disadvantages to
every type of practice. As a sole practitioner, you set
the rules and can run your firm as you want, al
though you may lack the staff to do certain types of
work. On the other hand, having a small staff can be
turned into an advantage if you get to know your
people well and can offer them responsibility and
advancement. The following comments are based
on Mr. Levenes presentation at that conference.
You give up your independence as your firm gets
larger, and stress, already induced by professional
demands, is often heightened by personality con
flicts. The turnover rate of partners is high. How
ever, the only way a small firm can survive is by
turning its weaknesses into strengths. You must
keep your finances realistic, decide what you want
to do and determine the sorts of services you want to
provide to clients and what death, disability and
retirement provisions should be made for yourself.
As a sole proprietor, your aim is probably to re
duce your working hours. So, set yourself some real
istic goals and put them in writing. If you set up the
criteria for success or failure, you can find out how
successful or not you are at achieving your goals. If
you are not successful, perhaps a change in the way
you practice is indicated.
There are alternatives to solo practice and to
forming firms with other practitioners. For exam

ple, you can enter into arrangements with other
CPAs to provide specialized client services or into
agreements to dispose of or continue your practice
in the event of your disability or death. Other agree
ments may cover the sharing of office space and/or
staff—even the training of staff members. Keep in
mind though that these sorts of arrangements with
other firms won’t make you one firm, and you must
look to your interests and your staffs interests first.
If you decide that the multi-practitioner approach
is the best way to survive, prosper and attain your
goals, you have to know where to find the partners
you want. The first place to look is among the staff.
The type of staff person you should be hiring is one
who, through training and advancement, will be
able to help you reach your goals.
The key words in any partnership are trust and
respect. You must listen to your partners and trust
them. You must feel comfortable about turning your
clients over to partners who have the requisite ex
pertise in a given area because you will probably
lose the client if the firm breaks up. And in selecting
partners, keep in mind that partnership problems
are often caused by differences in personal and pro
fessional goals or by partners having different atti
tudes toward work and other commitments. No one
should be admitted to the partnership unless he or
(Continued on page 5)
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Terminating Employment

If you decide to terminate the employment of a staff
member who has no further chance of advance
ment, should you do it immediately or provide exit
counseling and allow the individual time to find
other employment?
Much depends on the circumstances, of course. If
you think the individual may disrupt other em
ployees, then termination should be immediate.
However, if the person has been employed for a
while and has been loyal, etc., some firms consider it
only proper to allow time for making other arrange
ments. Basic counseling should be done in any case.
One firm says that when it has reached the deci
sion to terminate an employee, it obtains a status
report of work in process from the individual, noti
fies all partners and managers in the office, con
ducts an exit conference and immediately dismisses
the person.
This firm believes that the exit conference should
be made as positive as possible and generally pays
discretionary amounts, depending on longevity, ex
perience, vacation taken and days worked in the
current pay period. The firm has found that when an
employee is not terminated immediately but every
one knows that the individual will be leaving, the
morale and productivity of remaining staff is ad
versely affected.
How to handle the situation troubles many people
in practice. H. W. Martin, a retired Rome, Georgia
practitioner responded at length on the topic. Here
are some of his thoughts:
Experienced personnel officers know that termi
nation is a very traumatic event for an employee,
both for a young person just out of college and for
someone older. Equally important, termination
dampens the morale of the remaining employees
and is costly in terms of time and money spent
training staff.
Many terminations can be avoided if the firm has
a written policy that clearly describes how miscon
duct and unsatisfactory work performance will be
treated. Such a policy should be communicated to

all employees and should enumerate the acts of mis
conduct which will result in immediate dismissal.
In a local accounting firm, these would include dis
cussing a client's affairs outside the office as well as
any dishonest acts. Misconduct is probably an infre
quent cause of dismissal. Instead, poor job perfor
mance, attitude, inability to get along with people
and similar problems account for most termina
tions. With a proper procedure in place, though, it
is likely that many of these problems could have
been effectively treated before they resulted in
termination.
Written engagement performance reviews are a
good starting point. They not only bring to light
poor performance but, more importantly, give feed
back and encouragement to those people who are
performing well. These reviews should be prepared
on a special form for all engagements on which
employees spend three or more days. The engage
ment supervisor should discuss the review with the
individual and the partner in charge of the engage
ment should see it. The partner will soon notice who
is receiving unfavorable reviews and can take steps
to correct any problems long before they become
acute. If necessary, the staff person can be assigned
to another supervisor or can be given different work.
After several unfavorable reviews, it is time for the
engagement partner to step in to discuss the prob
lem with the staff member. If it cannot be resolved
quickly, the opinions of the other partners should be
obtained. (Sometimes, the individual may need to
be assigned to another partner.)
If the problem still persists, the managing partner
or the personnel partner should have a meeting with
the staff member and the job reports and previous
interviews with the engagement partner should be
reviewed. The tone of the meeting can be sympa
thetic but it should leave no doubt in the employees
mind as to what the firm expects and that the prob
lem must be corrected within a specified period of
time.
The time allowed should vary according to the
nature of the problem. For example, an individual
may need to thoroughly review one or more auditing
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textbooks which may require three months or so to
accomplish. On the other hand, a person who is
habitually late for work should correct the problem
the very next morning.
The meeting should end with encouragement, an
"I know you can do it,” attitude and a set date for a
follow-up meeting. The partner should make and
retain notes of the conversation in the presence of
the employee and write the date of the follow-up
meeting on the desk calendar to emphasize that
something must be done about the problem.
If the problem is solved, the follow-up meeting
should still be held and the employee given the
satisfaction of knowing that all is well. If it is ob
vious the problem is solved long before the meeting
date, the meeting should be held earlier to alleviate
the individual’s concern.
If the problem is not solved, the termination meet
ing must be held. Yet, if all the steps in the termina
tion policy have been faithfully executed, the
employee will know what to expect and even though
the final trauma is there, it is not so severe.
The employee should never be castigated for
failure. Instead, it is much better to say something
like, "Don’t let this discourage you. The fact that it
has not worked out here does not mean you cannot
be highly successful elsewhere."
Be aware that the many legal actions brought
against employers for various reasons relating to
terminations make it necessary for every firm to
review its termination policy with legal counsel.
Long-time partners of local accounting firms can
readily recall people who were terminated by their
firms but who later became successful practitioners
elsewhere. One must conclude that with a little
more effort, the firm could have salvaged the situa
tion. Future terminations can be reduced in num
ber, though, through the use of a policy with which
the entire staff is well acquainted.

Increasing Your Originality

The Doty, Jarrow Client Information Bulletin re
cently contained some suggestions that all staff
members can use to increase their output of ideas:
□ Ideas are often fleeting. So keep a pad and
pencil handy to write them down.
□ Be curious and observant about other people's
interests, and about different places and
things. You are bound to learn something.
□ Make an effort to meet people, study, read and
listen creatively and enthusiastically.
Learn to associate ideas. What seems to be original
is often just a combination of old ideas.

A Role for the Paraprofessional?
One definition of a paraprofessional is someone who is
trained to perform certain functions but is neither
qualified nor licensed to practice as a professional.
Many practitioners wonder whether there is a grow
ing role for such a person in a CPA practice. Because of
a variety of pressures, the answer very often is yes.
Nowadays, practitioners must sell good professional
services at a reasonable cost. But the inability to in
crease fees coupled with rising salary costs (the annual
salary of a college graduate is $18,000-$22,000) could
result in some services, auditing for example, becom
ing loss leaders. It is easier for firms to reduce cost
than to cut back on the work. Quality work is still a
must.
In every undertaking, record keeping is always ne
cessary. Having people on the staff who have both an
aptitude for and a willingness to do this type of work
increases a firm’s ability to offer a wide range of finan
cial services, which particularly require these skills.
Utilizing paraprofessionals can result in substantial
advantages. Payroll costs are reduced and paraprofes
sionals are usually easier to motivate than profes
sional staff. (The ultimate aim for some is to reach
professional status.) Also, the professional staff is re
lieved of most routine tasks and can produce more
chargeable hours at a professional rate.
Where does one find paraprofessionals? One place
you might look is among local high school graduates.
Many high schools offer bookkeeping courses and, as
well as this background, you might look for graduates
who are good at mathematics and quick mentally.
College dropouts are another possibility and don’t
overlook your current clerical staff—you will often
find you already employ the person you are seeking.
Junior colleges are also good hunting grounds for
paraprofessionals. Look for students who have 9 to 15
hours of accounting. They can continue their educa
tion, if they wish, at night school and their course
schedules can be planned.
Another way to obtain paraprofessionals is through
internship programs similar to the programs used for
professional staff. Interns should be hired after the
completion of their sophomore year and given a defi
nite work schedule. (Their salaries often range from
$4.00 to $6.00 an hour.) One advantage of such a pro
gram is that it offers a chance to find out about people's
work habits before they become full-time employees.
You can see if they fit into the firm and they get a
chance to know the firm as well. Another very impor
tant advantage is that an intern program keeps the
firm's name known on campus. It enables you to estab
lish personal contacts with professors and to tell them
about the firm. This can be very helpful when
recruiting.
Practicing CPA, July 1983
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Much of the basic work in the audit, tax, account
ing and management advisory services depart
ments of a CPA firm can be performed by
paraprofessionals. However, it is not just in the fee
producing areas where this type of staff person can
make a contribution. Many administrative tasks
presently done by partners and staff accountants
can also be handled by paraprofessionals, further
reducing the CPA’s nonbillable time.
If paraprofessionals are hired, they must receive
thorough training and be carefully supervised, par
ticularly if they do some of the basic work in profes
sional areas. Still, if the net results are reduced costs
and more time available for CPAs to devote to proj
ects demanding technical and analytical skills, this
would seem to be time and money well spent. In
fact, the advantages they offer seem to add up to a
major role for paraprofessionals in the future of CPA
firms.
—by Mike G. Kirkpatrick, CPA
Dallas, Texas

Maternity Leave
There seems to be increasing concern among local
firms about how to deal with maternity leave. Ques
tions that arise often include federal and state legal
requirements, the amount of time that should be
given and whether or not the employee should be
paid during the leave. Also, a six-month leave could
possibly put the individual behind in terms of pro
motion, new client assignments, etc., so perhaps the
most important consideration involves placing the
employee when she returns to the office.
Regarding federal requirements, the Equal Em
ployment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), in the
March 9,1979, Federal Register, published "Interim
Amendments to Guidelines on Discrimination Be
cause of Sex,” implementing the Pregnancy Dis
crimination Act signed by President Carter on
October 31, 1978. The release explained that the
basic principle of the act is that pregnant women
must be treated the same as other applicants or
employees, that is, on the basis of their ability or
inability to work. The same principle applies re
garding fringe benefit plans. Also, an employer can
not have a rule prohibiting an employee from
returning to work for a specific period of time after
childbirth.
Three of the four firms we contacted don’t have a
written policy on maternity leaves—their idea being
to treat each case individually. At Lowrimore, War
wick & Co., in Wilmington, North Carolina, the
fringe benefits section of the personnel manual does
cover maternity leave. The firm policy is to grant a
Practicing CPA, July 1983

leave of absence for up to six months with the em
ployee retaining her same salary and staff classifica
tion. Employees are not compensated during this
period. They can return to work at a suitable time
during the period at the same salary as when they
went on maternity leave. In the event of complica
tions, the firm may extend the six-month leave of
absence on a case-by-case basis.
It is the belief that each situation is different, e.g.,
that the time required to be away from work de
pends to a great extent on the health of the individ
ual, that prompts other firms not to have a written
policy on maternity leave. There are other reasons,
too, such as not wishing to differentiate between
men and women when, as accountants, there aren't
any differences. And this is often a factor in a firm’s
decision not to pay the employee during the leave.
Will maternity leave put the employee behind her
peers in terms of advancement, etc? The answer
seems to be only slightly. Much depends, of course,
on the length of time away from the office. Robert F.
Warwick, of Lowrimore, Warwick & Co., says that
the firm provides employees with the opportunity
to return to the same positions that they left. Em
ployees who took the full six-month leave would
therefore expect to find themselves a bit behind
people who had worked during this period.
However, as William T. Young of Williams, Young
& Associates in Madison, Wisconsin, says, every firm
is going to make an effort to keep talented people.
(This is one reason they prefer to deal with each
situation individually.) He thinks that while the em
ployee would probably be somewhat behind her
peers, this is by no means certain.
Maternity leave is not considered a hindrance to
advancement at May, Zima & Co., of Atlanta,
Georgia. Donald P. Zima says that for their first three
to five years, staff accountants at May, Zima pro
gress through a series of levels. Groups are always
being started, so upon return, it is just a matter of
joining a group at the level at which she left and
continuing to learn and advance.
Herbert R. Clarke, who is the firm administrator
at Gerald T. Reilly in Milton, Massachusetts, does
not see any placement problems. He says that pro
motion is based entirely upon merit at their firm
and a two month absence would not be likely to
affect promotions or client assignments. In fact, he
says, the first of the two women in the firm who took
maternity leave last year was promoted while she
was on the leave.
Readers may have other ideas about maternity
leave and whether or not a policy should be included
in a firm’s personnel manual. If you have any, please
write to let us know what you are doing in your
firm.
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Change and Opportunity
In a luncheon address at the AICPA Private Com
panies Practice Section Conference in New York in
May, Marshall Loeb, editor of Money magazine, dis
cussed ten areas that he thinks will be subject to
change in the years ahead. Mr. Loeb is optimistic
about these changes and believes they will result in
outstanding opportunities. The following com
ments are based on Mr. Loeb's presentation.
□ Women. Women are increasingly moving into
positions of power. This is good for the country
because it increases the pool of talented people.
□ Technology. Regions where the economy is
based on the latest technology are prospering
but economies based on older labor intensive
industries are floundering.
□ Foreign relations. Emphasis will switch to con
frontation between North and South—between
the industrialized and nonindustrialized coun
tries. There will be more attempts to force
OPEC type situations on developed countries.
There will be opportunities to sell technology
to less developed countries.
□ Foreign debt. $600 billion is a ticking time
bomb. There could be defaults with resultant
danger to banks. The Federal Reserve Board
would then have to step in and all of us would
have to become armchair economists.
□ Slower economic growth. Economic growth will
generally be slower than in the past although
high-technology areas will see faster growth
than older based industries. Inflation has been
curbed and should be fairly moderate for the
next several years. Every percentage decline in
inflation adds about $15 billion in buying
power and consumers are beginning to step up
purchases.
Industrial production will increase and be
cause the birthrate has been going down, labor
shortages will arise.
□ Change in government regulations. We can’t af
ford no-growth or slow-growth economies.
Sensible changes are called for. Many under
privileged people are calling for relaxation of
environmental protection zeal because they
know the economy must grow to realize their
ambitions.
□ Small is better. Goods will be costlier and of
better quality—the same as has always been
true in Japan and Europe. Standards of living
will rise as quality and reliability are stressed.
□ Democracy and economic system questioned.
People think that capitalism has failed to dis
tribute wealth. Despite problems, free economic
systems will survive and grow. We can't have a

free democracy without a free economic system.
□ Capital formation. Capital investments have lag
ged in the U.S.A. There is currently $350 billion of
unmet need for investment in industry. The an
swer is to lift restrictions and encourage
investment.
□ Five ingredients for success. To be successful, in
the years ahead a country needs many ingre
dients, among them
(1)
A rich, productive agricultural base.
(2)
An abundance of energy-bearing materials.
(3)
A vitally strong base of other materials.
(4)
An advanced, modem, automated industry.
(5)
A skilled population.
Mr. Loeb said that while several countries possess
some of the ingredients, only three are really strong in
all five areas. These countries are Australia, Canada
and the U.S.A.

Partners
(Continued from page 1)

she is the right person for the job and the firm is
right for the individual. The firm must let people
know what is expected of them and set up programs
to develop the people it needs.
A partnership agreement must be drawn up and a
suitable method of profit allocation adopted. There
are many compensation arrangements that will
work if they are understood and accepted by the
firm's partners. (See chapter 403 of the AICPA Man
agement of an Accounting Practice Handbook for
some ideas.) Legal counsel should be consulted
when drawing up a partnership agreement. Good
partners are the only real guarantee of firm con
tinuity. Selecting the right people, having a fair and
equitable compensation arrangement and drawing
up a partnership agreement that addresses poten
tially troublesome areas are essential if the part
nership is to work.
Another way to obtain partners is through merger
with or acquisition of another firm. If you go this
route, where will you find suitable candidates and
what selection and other procedures will be needed?
The article, "Mergers—Mystique, Myopia or Missed
Opportunity” in the June, 1979 issue of the Practic
ing CPA provided many insights into why firms
merge and what makes or breaks firm mergers.
Firm growth, philosophy and location are all-im
portant considerations. Priorities shift as firms
grow and having specific objectives rather than just
general intentions is important if the merger is to be
successful. Don’t try to put together pieces that
don’t fit.
Practicing CPA, July 1983
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Attending Conferences and Meetings
As CPAs, we are required and desire to attend many
types of presentations. While at a conference re
cently, I began to think about the relationship of
presenters and attendees. The primary reason indi
viduals attend conferences and meetings is usually
the subject matter that will be discussed. This is the
attention-getter and the promotional material must
reflect this if the people necessary to make the con
ference or meeting a success are to be attracted.
The presenters are probably the most important
consideration to the potential attendee. Identifica
tion with a speakers skills and expertise plays a
large role in whether or not an individual decides to
take the time and spend the money to attend.
Speaker identification is usually the result of prior
exposure or the fact that the speaker has credentials
such as chairman of a particular committee.
People who possess great technical skills often are
not as well qualified in the communication areas.
Too often, speakers are so intense relative to their
own specific interests that they become insensitive
to the audiences needs. Presenters should keep in
mind what it was that motivated people to attend
and try to satisfy that need.
If presenters practiced "reverse role playing,”
many would find they are much more effective. In
reverse role playing, presenters would assume the
position of listener and ask, “Would I (as the general
audience) be sufficiently interested in listening to
what I have to say?" Too often, the answer might be
“not particularly." The reason for this is that many
in the audience do not share the same knowledge of
the subject or might not have sufficient enthusiasm
about it to be interested in all the minutiae.
Opening conferences with updates on activities
and with people thanking each other for the time
and effort contributed might be reconsidered. Ob
viously, those who participate in time-consuming
activities that benefit all members of the profession
deserve a great deal of credit and should be thanked.
But perhaps this recognition should be in writing
and incorporated into the conference material be
cause many in the audience are not familiar with all
the committees and subcommittees, let alone the
names of the various members. Also, written recog
nition tends to be longer lasting and is less time
consuming.
Serious consideration might be given to starting
conferences with breakout or concurrent sessions.
The discussions which evolve at these would stimu
late the subsequent question-and-answer periods
and facilitate a better understanding by the partici
pants of the overviews relating to the subject matter.
If the speakers attend these sessions prior to their
Practicing CPA, July 1983

presentations, they will be better able to address the
specific questions and concerns of the attendees.
Rating sheets tend to be underutilized by pre
senters. Having been a speaker on numerous occa
sions, I recognize that it is ego satisfying to examine
the positive comments and see how high we scored.
However, we often don’t pay enough attention to the
reasons given for our not having done well.
Few attendees recognize that they also have a
responsibility and that this extends beyond paying
the fee and staying awake. Its been said that listen
ing is a lost art. While it may not be lost, it can
certainly be improved. Attendees frequently have a
preconceived concept of what they wish to learn or
hear at a conference. While this might be the result
of poor promotional material, it may also be due to
careless reading on the part of the attendee. And, all
too frequently, those who are good at voicing com
plaints about various deficiencies and inadequacies
relating to the conference are poor when it comes to
filling out rating sheets or writing constructive sug
gestions for improvements.
The purpose of getting together is for the mutual
benefit of all concerned. The responsibility for suc
cess is not unilateral as both presenter and attendee
must participate actively. Presentations are not
spectator sports. The quality of any conference or
meeting is primarily dependent upon the interest
and participation of all individuals in attendance.
—by Sidney F. Jarrow, CPA
Chicago, Illinois
This Summer’s MAP Aids

The latest supplement to the AICPA Management of
an Accounting Practice Handbook will become avail
able toward the end of July. The 1983 supplement
contains a new chapter, no. 311, “Firm Communica
tion," and extensive revisions to several other chap
ters and sections.
This is the fifth supplement to the handbook, the
previous ones having been issued in April 1976, Oc
tober 1977, June 1979 and June 1981. Handbooks
purchased after these dates contain the new mate
rial but you can tell if you are missing anything by
checking the following chart. You need the
□ 1976 supplement if you are missing tabs 109,215
and 502 through 505.
□ 1977 supplement if you are missing tabs 110,216
and 217.
□ 1979 supplement if you are missing sections
102.03, 103.07, 103.08, 104.02 and 106.06.
□ 1981 supplement if you are missing tabs 506 and
507 and sections 101.06, 110.06, 206.10, 211.10,
212.08, 307.05 and 406.08.
You can obtain these supplements and the re
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vised edition of the handbook (available in mid
August) through the AICPA order department (212)
575-6426. If you have some suggestions for improv
ing the handbook, just send them to the attention of
the MAP committee at the Institute.
The other MAP aids that will soon be available are
the small firm conferences which will be held on
two dates in two different locations: August 18-19 in
Boston, Massachusetts, and October 20-21 in Las
Vegas, Nevada, and the four regular MAP con
ferences. These conferences are Firm Management
and Administration on July 28-29 in Denver, Colo
rado; Partnerships and Professional Corporations
on September 22-23 in Scottsdale, Arizona; Practice
Growth and Development on October 10-11 in Phila
delphia, Pennsylvania; and People Management on
October 13-14 also in Philadelphia.
This years conferences are all being held in ideal
locations for people who wish to enjoy a vacation.
So, for more information about the hotels or con
ferences, contact the industry and practice manage
ment division at the Institute (212) 575-6438.

Letter to the Editor
The difficult economic conditions of the last few
years have resulted in a large number of bank
ruptcies and an increased need for accountants to
become involved in insolvency work, Because of this
situation, your readers might like to know about the
activities of the National Association of Accountants
in Insolvencies (NAAI).
Formed in 1981 to develop accounting skills for
application in the field of insolvency, NAAI has sev
eral objectives. These include defining and develop
ing the role of accountants provided by the
Bankruptcy Reform Act of 1978, providing training
for accountants who wish to become involved and
develop competency in this field, and developing
and enforcing ethical standards of practice in ac
counting for insolvency. Another purpose of the as
sociation is to provide a basis for information
sharing in the form of background material on pre
vious, similar insolvency situations and to encour
age cooperation with other involved professionals.
Other activities include developing forms for uni
versal use in bankruptcy courts and emphasizing
the importance of the accountability process to
creditors. If any readers would like more informa
tion, please contact the National Association of Ac
countants in Insolvencies, 90 South Ninth Street,
Suite 215, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55402, (612)
341-2178.
—David S. Mork, CPA
St. Paul, Minnesota

The First Step in Practice Improvement

Practice improvement is a consideration we all face
no matter how large or successful our firms become.
There is always one area or another that requires
attention as we constantly seek to upgrade quality,
productivity, fees, profits and the professional en
vironment of our partners and staff.
Many attempts at improvement fail or require an
inordinate amount of energy to implement. The rea
sons are not always clear but difficulties can often be
traced to resistance to change—any change. The
problem is that few significant improvements can
be achieved without change.
In order to realize improvements in our practices,
we should ask ourselves three basic questions:
□ Where are we now?
□ Where do we want to go?
□ How do we plan to get there?
Too often, we leap from the first question and
begin attempting improvement by defining where
we want to go and what it will take to get there.
Failure to clearly define a starting point will doom
any improvement project. In many cases, the best
first step is not to look forward to where we want to
go but back to see where we have been.
Often, there can be found in the history of the
partners’ relationships the substance of their diffi
culties in making changes or achieving new goals.
Many firms suffer from birth defects. They were
conceived for the wrong reasons. If the conceptual
error is not understood, it can be a serious obstacle
to positive change.
The history of many firms goes something like
this. Mr. Taft, after gaining experience with a local
firm, started his own practice with very few clients.
He worked hard and built a stable practice which
supported his family. However, Mr. Taft soon
reached capacity in terms of hours available and
compensated by devoting less time to his family
and, apart from CPE on taxes, less time to reading
and keeping up-to-date. Recognizing that he was not
keeping current, he felt unjustified in increasing his
fees.
Mr. Taft’s solution was to find Mr. Cooper, who was
experiencing the same problems, and they jointly
established the firm of Taft and Cooper. The immedi
ate bottom line improvement was significant but
while symptoms were treated, the real problems of
the partners were in no way solved. In fact, the two
men continued on a parallel course with exactly the
same set of problems as before, the only difference
being that they now had adjoining offices.
In time, Mr. Taft and Mr. Cooper realized that they
had continuing problems, but again, they treated
only the symptoms and took in a young person
Practicing CPA, July 1983
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whose prior experience was with a large national
firm. The result was frustration for all because Mr.
Taft and Mr. Cooper were interested in changing
things, not in changing themselves, while the new
comer not only lacked perception of the real prob
lems but also was not in tune with the realities of
public accounting at the local firm level.
What Mr. Taft and Mr. Cooper failed to realize was
that they had never created a true firm and that any
attempt at improvement was destined for failure
because it would be based upon an invalid starting
point. Because the two of them had never integrated
their professional lives or coordinated their ac
tivities, they had never truly worked together to
offer comprehensive services and could not build a
team having such capabilities. A team can’t have
multiple head coaches; it must have an integrated
focus on shared goals. In order to make the changes
needed, Messrs. Taft and Cooper must build a true
firm—a team. But before they can do that, they must
first change themselves.
A team cannot be created by just adding individu
als. Cooperation and a commitment to the team
concept is required from each member of the firm.
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The catch is that integrating personal goals with
team goals is a complex adjustment and can be
risky. In fact, it may not be possible or desirable for
some people to make that change.
When you take a realistic look at where you are
now and recognize that dramatic change might re
sult in casualties, you may very well decide that
where you are now is not so bad after all. If you still
want to go after new accomplishments, then you
have a new road to travel.
Moving toward practice improvement requires a
thorough examination of the past and an under
standing of the unwritten rules that govern partner
relationships. Those rules, once recognized, may
prove unworkable at the new business of function
ing as a full-service firm.
In reality, the first step to practice improvement is
the joining of the partners into a team. It includes
setting standards, working together, coordinating
assignments and sharing knowledge and clients.
Above all, though, it means making a genuine com
mitment of all your resources to the team.
—by Fred Withum, CPA
Princeton, New Jersey
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